Washington Watch
T he State of the Nation's Ecosystems, the Heinz Center report released in September, has environmental policymakers intoning that familiar scientific refrain: We need more data. Fortunately, the Heinz report will help policymakers answer such difficult questions as how do we get more and better information, who should gather it, and how much should we pay for it.
The report, five years in the making, arose out of a mid-1990s federal interagency review of environmental monitoring and research programs.
The review, coordinated by the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP), identified the need to communicate consistent, accessible information about the condition and use of ecosystems to support decisionmaking and to inform the public. While recognizing the substantial existing federal investment in environmental monitoring, reporting, and research, the review also acknowledged that the independent nature of existing programs meant that the results were not communicated in an integrated fashion, nor were they accessible to the public or to those in policymaking roles. Following the interagency review, OSTP asked the Heinz Center to create a nonpartisan, scientifically grounded report on the state of the nation's ecosystems.
Inadequate data confounded the Heinz Center's attempt to rate the status of each of the nation's ecosystemsof the 103 indicator statistics identified by the report, data are complete for only 32 percent of the indicators, and partial data are available for another 24 percent. Nonexistent data are not the only roadblock to successfully gauging the state of ecosystems: The report shows that 14 percent of the indicators themselves need further scientific development before they can be applied.
The Heinz report strives to integrate existing data sets so that trends in environmental indicators, such as an ecosystem's extent and chemical contamination, can be determined. William Clark, professor at Harvard University's John F. Kennedy School of Government and chairman of the project, told the House Science Committee that in some areas for which data are extensive, such as invasive species, we still lack an indicator of how we are doing nationally. "The only place we can report a systematic national-level survey of how are we doing with regard to invasive species has to do with the case of fish in freshwater." And even in that case, Clark continued, we aren't doing very well. Invasive fish have established populations in 99 percent of the stream systems in the United States, and at least 40 percent of those streams are infested with more than 10 nonative species. The problem with the current approach, Clark maintains, is that "we're trying to manage this stuff without knowing what the state is on the ground."
While one of the main conclusions from the report is that we don't have enough data, Clark acknowledged that the report shows that we actually have "data on a great deal...of our nation's ecosystems that most of us are not aware of, but exists." Clark specifically referred to the large number of monitoring programs operated by the US Geological Survey; indeed, the overwhelming majority of the data used in the report comes from federally funded and operated monitoring projects. The report cites more than 40 different government programs as data sources, and those programs are cited more than 85 times as being a source of data for the indicators used in the report.
Although national indicators, such as those developed by the Heinz report, may not make sense for local or regional conservation efforts, they could be useful in determining priorities for federal investment in nationwide conservation programs. Fred Krupp, executive director of Environmental Defense, a national environmental organization, told the House Science Committee that the Heinz Center report "is vital to key national debates over crucial environmental issues, many of which can be most effectively addressed by national policy (e.g., enhancing soil carbon through the Conservation Reserve Program)."
House Science Committee chairman Sherwood Boehlert (R-NY) summed up the policy implications of the report: "If perhaps unintentionally, the Heinz report should put to rest the notion that one sometimes hears around here, that better data is the 'Holy Grail' of environmental policy-a panacea that will bring tough environmental debates to resolution. Having good economic data has not put an end to debates on fiscal policy, and environmental data is even less likely to settle debates.... So we need to figure out which data is most helpful, which data we can afford to gather, which data is likely to transform the nature of our debates, and go after it."
The Heinz Center hopes to establish the report as a long-running series, with new editions coming out every five years to incorporate continuous improvements in the understanding of ecological functioning. The Web version of the report (www.heinzctr.org/ ecosystems) will be updated annually to incorporate newly available data. is the AIBS director of public policy.
